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OYIBO: 
REPRESENTATIONS OF THE COLONIALIST OTHER 
IN YORUBA ART, 1826-1960* 
By Babatunde Lawal 
Given the exploitative nature of colonial rule, the funny-looking images of the 
European in African art of the period have been stereotyped as negative. They are 
commonly interpreted as attempts by the colonized to ridicule or denounce the colonialist 
Other. This assumption, popularized by Julius Lipps, 1 has limited our perspective on the 
subject, causing many scholars to treat the images as mere caricature. Recent research on 
the portrayal of Europeans and related motifs among the Baule of Cote d'Ivoire has 
revealed, however, that not all of them are meant to be critical. Some images reflect the 
dynamics of urbanization and modernization in which the Baule see themselves as active 
participants. 2 Using Yoruba art as an example, this paper will attempt to show that the 
image of the colonialist Other in African art communicatt,s much more than meets the eye. 
It has several levels of meaning, some positive and others negative, depending on the 
context. 
The Yoruba term oyibo refers to Caucasians in general and the Europeans in 
particular. It was the latter who partitioned the African continent into colonies in the late 
nineteenth century. As a result, Y orubaland came under British and French imperial rule 
between c. 1893 and 1960. 
Yoruba contact with the Europeans started as early as the sixteenth century A.D. 
when the portuguese traded with the Ijebu.3 During the trans-Atlantic slave trade of the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, European slave traders were confined to the coastal 
areas where they obtained their supplies from middlemen. It was not until the early 
*r wish to thank Simon Ottenberg, Michael Di Blasi, Jean Hay, and Sidney Kasfir for their comments 
on the first draft of this paper, and Glenda Lucy for secretarial assistance. 
I J. Lipps, The Savage Hits Back (New York, 1966). 
2For more on the Baule, see P.L. Ravenhill, Baule Statuary Art: Meaning and Modernization 
(Philadelphia, 1980) and S. Vogel, "Baule Art as an Expression of a Worldview" (Ph.D. thesis, New York 
University, 1977). 
3R.C.C. Law, "Contemporary Written Sources," in S.O. Biobaku, ed., Sources of Yoruba History 
(Oxford, 1973), 9. 
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nineteenth century, when the slave trade was on the decline and there was the need to find 
an alternative commerce, that the oyibo penetrated the Yoruba hinterland. But by this time, 
the Yoruba had formed an image of the white man. Reports filtering into the hinterland 
during the period of the slave-trade had romanticized the invincibility of the white man, 
most especially his possession of a weapon which spat fire and killed miraculously from a 
distance. Yoruba medicines, charms and incantations did not affect him. He was thought 
to possess a different type of witchcraft which was by far superior to that of the Yoruba. 
This myth was further reinforced by the high technical quality of European-made objects 
which soon became status symbols among the Yoruba nobility. Soon the powers of the 
white man were being compared to those of the orisa, the Yoruba divinities. Hence the 
appellation: "Oyibo, ekeji orisa" (White man, next in rank to the gods). 4 By the mid-
nineteenth century, new Yoruba names had been coined to stress the supernatural 
endowments of the white man. Such names include Fatoyibo = "the divination deity j(Ifa) 
is as powerful as the white man"; Oguntoyibo = "the war and iron deity (Ogun) is as 
powerful as the white man," and Osuntoyibo = "the river goddess (Osun) is as powerful as 
the white man."5 
The high esteem accorded the white man was such that Captain Hugh Clapperton 
(who headed the first batch of Europeans to travel extensively in Yorubaland between 1825 
and 1826) wrote in his diary: 
We this morning received two goats, a hog and a large quantity of yams, ten 
fowls and two pigeons. We are visited by a great number of towns people; 
and whenever we show ourselves out of the house we are followed by an 
immense crowd .... In the evening Mr. Routson and I took a walk through 
the town: we were followed by an immense crowd which gathered as we 
went along, but all very civil; the men taking off their caps, the women 
kneeling on their knees and one elbow, the other elbow resting upon the 
hand. In returning we came through the market, which, though nearly 
sunset, was well supplied with raw cotton, country cloths, provision; fruit, 
such as oranges, limes, plantains, bananas; and vegetables ... Here the 
crowd rolled on like a sea, the men jumping over the provision baskets, the 
boys dancing under the stalls, the women bawling, and saluting those who 
were looking after their scattered goods, yet no word or look of disrespect 
to us.6 
4GJ.A. Ojo, Yoruba Culture (Ife and London, 1966), 187-88. 
5Ibid. Although the tenn "Oyibo" is commonly translated as "white man," it also refers to the white 
female. The emphasis on the white male is apparently due to the fact that he was the principal instrument 
of colonial power and authority in Nigeria. 
6H. Clapperton, Journal of a Second Expedition into the Interior of Africa (London, 1829), 12. 
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At Katunga (Oyo-Ile), the capital of the Old Oyo empire, the king visited Captain 
Clapperton and his retinue in their camp. After being told by Clapperton of the desire of 
the British monarch to befriend him, 
The king then replied in assuring us that we were truly welcome to his 
country; that he had frequently heard of white men; but that neither himself 
nor his father, nor any of his ancestors had ever seen one. He was glad that 
white-men had come at this time and he now trusted his country would be 
put to right, his enemies brought to submission, and he would be enabled to 
build up his father's house, which war had destroyed .... He said that he 
wanted nothing from white men, but something to assist him against his 
enemies, and those of his people who had rebelled against him, so as to 
enable him to reduce them to obedience .... 7 
This belief in the superior military might of the white man paved the way for the 
first Christian missionaries who arrived in Y orubaland in the 1840s8 and settled down in 
different parts of the country without much difficulty. These missionaries were welcomed 
almost everywhere because of their contributions to the well-being of .the people. They 
established schools and hospitals, constructed rods and wells, and also identified with the 
social aspirations of the people. During the various wars which engulfed Y orubaland 
between c. 1817 and 1892, many Christian missionaries took active part in the defense of 
their dioceses.9 For example, Rev. Henry Townsend of the Church Missionary Society 
and Captain T.J. Bowen of the American Baptist Mission played major roles in repelling 
the Dahomean attacks on Abeokuta in 1851.1° On the other hand, the war between Ibadan 
and Ijaye took a dramatic turn in March 1862 when the Egba, an ally ofljaye, learned that 
the C.M.S. missionaries (some of whom had harassed the Ibadan army with their rifles)ll 
had left Ijaye. According to the Yoruba historian, Samuel Johnson, 
as soon as it was known that the white men had left the town, it was 
regarded as an evil omen for that town. The Egbas said that the white 
7Ibid., 39. 
Ssee E.A. Ayandele, The Missionary Impact on Modern Nigeria (New York, 1967), and J.F.A. 
Ajayi, Christian Missions in Nigeria, 1841-1891: The Making of a New Elite (Evanston, Ill., 1965). 
9s. Johnson, The History of the Yorubas {London, 1921), 352-53, and S.O. Biobaku, The Egba and 
Their Neighbors, 1842-1872 {London, 1957), 45. In fact, the British government reprimanded some of the 
missionaries for their partisan roles. See J.F.A. Ajayi and R.S. Smith, Yoruba Warfare in the Nineteenth 
Century (Ibadan and Cambridge, 1971), 115. 
IOT.J. Bowen, Central Africa: Adventures and Missionary Labours ... from 1849 to 1856 (New 
York, 1857), 118-20. 
11 Johnson, History of the Yorubas, 363. 
man's God had shown them that evil was coming, and would not 
themselves wait for it either.12 
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No sooner did the Egba army abandon Ijaye than the Ibadan over-ran the town. In other 
cases, the missionaries did not play a partisan role and contributed in no small measure in 
arranging a cease-fire between warring factions. 13 
One major consequence of the various wars in Y orubaland during the nineteenth 
century was a gradual breakdown of traditional values and institutions. As J.F.A. Ajayi 
has put it, 
Confidence in the old gods was shaken at many points. As the century 
progressed, there was in the air expectation of some change that would 
restore order and stability. Missionaries in the 1840s and 1850s often 
reported how they were welcomed in different places and what prophesies 
had preceded them about the coming of the white man who would herald in 
an era of peace and prosperity.14 
Meanwhile, the British government had established a consular post in Lagos in 
1851, in part to put a stop to the slave-trade in West Africa and also explore the possibilities 
of creating new markets for British industries. 15 Ten years later, Lagos was declared a 
Crown colony, and from there other parts of Y orubaland were brought under British rule. 
Although some areas like Abeokuta and Ijebu offered some resistance, they were easily 
overcome by the superior fire-power of the British. The rest of the country, having been 
weakened by nearly a century of civil strife, viewed the coming of the British as a welcome 
relief and so offered little resistance.16 Between 1892 and 1893, much of Yorubaland 
became a British colony, and, in 1914, was merged with other areas to form what is now 
called Nigeria. In 1894, western Yoruba kingdoms like Ketu, Sabe, Ipobe, Ifoyin, and 
others were annexed by the French to form a part of what is now called the Republic of 
Benin. 
Radical changes took place in Y orubaland during the colonial period, which lasted 
until 1960. These changes evoked ambivalent reactions. While increasing modernization, 
urbanization, and other positive changes were welcomed, the imposition of taxes and 
unpopular laws was detested. Only a few educated Nigerian elites dared to criticize the 
colonial government in public. Most Yoruba took these changes in their stride. For fear of 
incurring the wrath of the government, much of their criticism was done in private 
12fuid., 352. 
l3fuid, 480 and 494-95, and Ayandele, Missionary Impact, 39. 
14Ajayi, Christian Missions, 12-20. 
15M. Crowder, West Africa under Colonial Rule (Evanston, IL, 1968), 23-28. 
16lbid., 4, 73. 
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conversations or through riddles and satirical songs which the white man could not easily 
understand. 
In short, during the colonial period a good majority of the Yoruba viewed the oyibo 
as a kind of demi-god. His phenomenal skills led some to regard him as ajinni (or demon 
in human skin. The technological feats that resulted in the invention of electricity, the 
airplane, automobiles, trains, the telephone, and the radio, among others, could not be 
comprehended in any other context but the magical. Hence he was feared and admired at 
the same time. His lifestyle soon became a model for the Yoruba elites, some of whom 
adopted English names. On their part, the non-literate masses observed this white-skinned, 
long-nosed creature from a distance, sometimes amused by his strange behavior and 
language, and sometimes wondering when the Yoruba would discover a witchcraft similar 
to that of the oyibo. 
Since the colonization of Y orubaland by the British and the French was facilitated 
by the activities of European traders, explorers, missionaries, soldiers, and government 
functionaries, the term "colonialist Other" is used in this paper to identify the 
representations of these personages and cognate motifs in Yoruba art. 
In his famous book on the subject, Julius Lipps had interpreted most of the 
caricatures of Europeans in African art as reflecting African resentment of their colonial 
rulers. 17 This is not always the case, to judge from the examples from Y orubaland where 
Europeans had been caricaturized before the imposition of colonial rule. As Richard 
Lander, a member of Clapperton's entourage, observed in Katunga in 1826: 
During our stay at Katunga we were witnesses to a kind of pantomime, 
which amusement the inhabitants generally .prefer, in honor of the king, as 
was the case in that instance. The place chosen for the exhibition was a 
large enclosure, contiguous to the king's residence .... 
A most astounding din from drums, horns and whistles, was the signal for 
the performers to begin their manoeuvres. The first act consisted of 
dancing, capering, and tumbling by about twenty men ... . 
The second act commenced almost inunediately after ... one of the dancing 
sacks came out of the place of its concealment, and fell gently and most 
conveniently to the ground .... 
The third and the last part of this extraordinary ceremony, consisted in the 
representation of the caricature of a white man. One of the sack dancers, 
placed himself in a clear spot of ground . . . gradually detached his 
covering, and exposed the figure of a man, of chalky whiteness, to the fixed 
looks of the people, who set up so terrific a shout of approbation that it 
17Lipps, The Savage Hits Back, passim. 
startled us, prepared as we had been to expect some such explosion. The 
figure walked by indifferently well, and mimicked our actions as badly, ... 
and an universal roar of laughter expressed the delight which filled every 
bosom. The pantomimic incident had now attained its utmost bounds, and 
all eyes, swimming in tears, were directed first to us, and then to the 
intended representation of us, as much as to say, "What a faithful and 
striking resemblance!"18 
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To begin with, satire in Yoruba culture has two major functions: to reform and 
entertain. 19 Anti-social elements are ridiculed, while important persons and culture-heroes 
are impersonated with masques as a mark of honor. Thus, the inclusion of the "caricature 
of a white man" in the welcome reception for Captain Clapperton and his entourage was 
intended to honor them, rather than resent their presence in Katunga. The masked actors 
who staged the performance are known as Egungun onidan (lit. "masked tricksters"). 20 
One of the earliest documented examples of a white man in Yoruba art is a 
polychrome, two-tiered woodcarving in the ethnographic collection of the Brighton 
Museum, England, and which would seem to have been carved between 1880 and 1890.21 
The composition is dominated by the figure of a bearded European wearing a wide-
brimmed hat and armed with a handgun. The presence of drummers and a man holding an 
umbrella suggests a welcome reception for the European. 22 On stylistic grounds, the 
carving seems to have originated in the Adigbologe workshop, Abeokuta. 23 In view of the 
fact that the principal figure wears a cassock-like garment and a shovel-hat, which was 
favored by clergymen during the nineteenth century, T.J.H. Chappel has identified him as 
a European missionary being welcomed into Abeokuta. 24 Since many missionaries, 
representing different Christian denominations, were active in Abeokuta between 1842 and 
1892, it is difficult to identify the horseman by name. It suffices to say that the prominence 
given to the principal figure in this carving attests to the high respect generally accorded 
European clergymen in Yorubaland during the nineteenth century. 25 As to the original 
18R. Lander, Records of Captain C/apperton's Last Expedition to Africa (London, 1830), 116-21. 
19J.A. Adedeji, "Fann and Function of Satire in Yoruba Drama," Odu, University of Ife Journal of 
African Studies, 4, 1 (1967), 61-72. 
20rbese masqueraders are also known as Egungun agbegijo (masks which dance with wooden images), 
apidan (magicians), and alarinjo (travelling dancers). 
21TJ.H. Chappel, "A Woodcarving from Abeokuta," African Arts, XV, 1 (1981), 37; M.E. Sadler, 
Arts of West Africa (London, 1935), plate I; and W. Fagg, Nigerian Images (London, 1963), plate 82. 
22Chappel, "Woodcarving," 42. 
23Jbid., 38-42. 
24Jbid., 42. 
25Missionaries suffered a temporary setback in Abeokuta and its territories between 1867 and 1880 
when they were expelled for allegedly colluding with the British governor in Lagos to undermine the 
political authority of the indigenous government at Abeokuta, which at that time had strongly resisted the 
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context of this carving, we have no clue at the moment. William Fagg has suggested that 
the image of the white missionary might have been used as a power symbol. 26 This is not 
impossible. Or could it have been commissioned by a Christian convert to commemorate 
the visit to Abeokuta of a very important bishop from Lagos or Europe? Or did the subject 
just catch the fancy of the carver and he decided to record it for posterity? In any case, 
similar carvings are used as altar furniture in traditional Yoruba religion and may be carried 
on the head in a public procession during the annual festival for the deity to which the altar 
is dedicated. 
In 1887, Queen Victoria celebrated her fiftieth anniversary on the British throne. 
To commemorate the occasion, her official portraits were sent to many parts of the British 
Empire. 27 Soon, these portraits were copied in various media by local artists and sold as 
souvenirs. 28 An example is a Yoruba woodcarving from the Ijebu area, based on one of 
these portraits.29 Probably created between 1887 and 1921, the carving depicts Queen 
Victoria as a full-bosomed mother-figure, wearing a small crown, resplendent in a long, 
flowing gown that sweeps the floor to reflect wealth, royalty, and imperial power. 30 
An image of imperial power of a different kind is also conveyed in a pair of doors 
carved between 1910 and 1914 by Olowe of Ise (died 1938) for the palace of the Ogoga 
(king) of Ikere-Ekiti. The doors were carved to commemorate the visit to the town of 
Captain Ambrose, the district officer for Ondo Province, about 1895.31 The right panel 
shows Captain Ambrose being carried in a litter. Looking somewhat arrogant, he seems to 
be lost in thought, perhaps contemplating the subject of his mission to Ikere-Ekiti. Above 
and below him are members of his retinue. The hands of the porters are tied together 
apparently to prevent them from bolting away with the boxes on their heads. The left panel 
shows the Ogoga looking dignified, but anxious to receive the august visitor. Below and 
above the Ogoga are women and dancers performing in honor of Captain Ambrose. In 
another panel, Captain Ambrose is depicted, this time, on horseback accompanied by one 
British attempt to penetrate the Yoruba hinterland. Ayandele, Missionary Impact, 12-16, 45-50; and Ajayi, 
Christian Missions, 199-204. 
26Fagg, Nigerian Images, plate 82. 
27R.F. Thompson, Black Gods and Kings (Los Angeles, 1971), Ch. 17/3. 
28see also Lipps, The Savage Hits Back, 230-33. 
29Thompson, Black Gods and Kings, Ch. 17 /2, plate 12. 
30Ibid. 
31 W. Fagg, "The African Artist," in D. Biebuyck, ed., Tradition and Creativity in Tribal Art 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1969), 55-56 and plate 24. 
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Reve Tucker. 32 Above the two white men are representations of soldiers armed with rifles, 
proclaiming the military might of imperial Britain. 
Another image shows two house posts presented as a gift by the Alaketu of Ketu to 
the Oni of Ife in 1938.33 One of the posts has a carving of a French district officer 34 
holding a swagger-stick in one hand and a folder in the other. He is dressed in an 
immaculate white uniform with a pith-helmet to match. Between the 1920s and the 1960s, 
many Yoruba kings (oba) incorporated the power symbols of the colonial administration 
into their paraphernalia of office, not only to bolster their public image as the link between 
their subjects and the colonialist Other, but also to reflect the spirit of the times. Various 
crowns of the British monarch, especially crowns with the fleur-de-lys and Christian cross 
motifs were adapted because of their prestige value.35 In 1924, the Ogoga of Ikere-Ekiti 
allowed the carved door in the palace commemorating the visit of Captain Ambrose to be 
dismantled and taken to London for the Wembley exhibition in exchange for a British-made 
throne which he considered more prestigious. 36 
The internal structure of some Yoruba palaces was modified to imitate the interiors 
of European halls which could be observed from photographs and colonial architecture in 
Nigeria. Thus, by the 1930s, the palace of the Alafin of Oyo, one of the most senior 
Yoruba oba, had a new reception hall in front of which was a flower garden and goldfish 
pond. A red carpet led "to a throne of crimson and gold obtained from Harnptons. "37 In 
addition, most Yoruba oba had a bugle player in their palaces who dressed like a colonial 
policeman and used his instrument to announce the presence of the monarch, in imitation of 
the military fanfare in the residence of the colonial governor. 
One of the most popular images of the colonialist Other in traditional Yoruba textiles 
is to be found in the Adire O/oba, a tie-dyed cloth based on a medallion-type design for the 
Silver Jubilee of King George V and his wife Queen Mary, which was marked in Britain 
and its colonies in 1935.38 The medallion-type design, showing a heavily moustached 
32F. Willett, African Art (New York and Washington, 1971), plate 230. 
33/bid., plate 23. 
34The Yoruba kingdom of Ketu is in the Republic of Benin, formerly colonized by the French. 
35For illustrations, see U. Beier, Yoruba Beaded Crowns, Sacred Regalia of the Olokuku of Okuku 
(London, 1982), 85-89; and 0. Ogunba, "Crowns andj'Okute' at Idowa," Nigeria Magazine 83 (1964), 257 
and 260. 
36J. Pemberton, "The Carvers of the Northeast," in H. Drewal, J. Pemberton and R. Abiodun, 
Yoruba: Nine Centuries of African Art and Thought (New York, 1989), 210. 
37M. Perham, Native Administration in Nigeria (London, 1937), 171. See also G.J.A. Ojo, Yoruba 
Palaces (London, 1966), 81-96. 
38G. Jackson, "The Devolution of the Jubilee Design," in J. Barbour and D. Simmonds, eds., Adire 
Cloth in Nigeria (Ibadan, 1971), 83, Fig. 1. 
9 
King George standing beside his wife, was copied and transferred into a stencil and then 
printed on cotton by the wax-resist method. It is not known when the first adire of this 
design was created, but such has been its popularity that it is still being produced 30 years 
after the end of colonial rule. 39 The design has been sustained partly by its prestigious title 
"Oloba," which means "royalty," and partly by its association with an historical event in 
Great Britain, referred to in the Yoruba language as ilu oba ("the metropolis of the king of 
kings"). Because Britain was regarded as the mecca of modern civilization during the 
colonial period, it was the dream of most Yoruba parents to send their children there for 
higher education, so that they would return to Nigeria to become "big shots" in 
government, politics, or business. 
In the 1940s, the representation of the colonialist Other was turned into a major 
tourist attraction by a carver named Thomas Ona Odulate who had settled in Lagos from 
Ijebu-Ode.40Copying from photographs, and newspaper/book illustrations, he created a 
series of miniaturized, funny-looking portraits of Europeans in their characteristic dresses, 
uniforms, and professions-namely, missionaries, lawyers, the colonial governor, district 
officers, doctors, and sanitary inspectors, among others.41 According to the artist, these 
representations were not intended to ridicule, notwithstanding their funny,looking aspects. 
Rather, they were meant to project hierarchy and rank.42 This may explain why Mr. 
Odulate was highly patronized by Africans and Europeans alike. The most important point 
to note, however, is that his character sketches did succeed in capturing the essence of what 
always amused the Yoruba about the colonialist Other: the pith-helmet of the district officer 
( often likened to a calabash); the long moustache of the colonial governor ( often compared 
to a cat's); the white wig of the lawyer ( often likened to the head of a senile person) and the 
spectacles on the nose of the court-clerk (often likened to the eyes of an owl), to mention 
only a few. In view of these hidden associations, could it be possible that the artist was 
only being diplomatic when he explained to his clients that these caricatures were intended 
to project hierarchy and rank? It is hoped that future research will shed some light on this 
question. 
Another important development during the 1940s was the establishment by the 
Catholic church at Oye-Ekiti of a special workshop where Yoruba carvers and craftsmen 
were assembled to produce artworks for the church. Given the fact that Christian 
missionaries had earlier identified traditional art with paganism and encouraged its 
destruction, this move by the Catholic church ws first viewed with suspicion. But the 
organizers of the workshop, Father Kevin Carroll and Sean O'Mahoney, soon convinced 
the artists of their sincerity and the workshop subsequently attracted outstanding Yoruba 
39J'he adire with this design is still available at the Oje cloth market, Ibadan. 
40w. Bascom, African Arts (Berkeley, 1967), 40. 
41Ibid., plates 24-25; Thompson, Black Gods and Kings, Ch.17, plate 1. 
42Bascom, African Arts, 43, and Thompson, Black Gods and Kings, Ch. 17/2. 
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carvers like George Barnidele, Lamidi Fakeye, Areogun, and Ootoro.43 The products of 
the workshop now adorn many Catholic churches and mission houses in Y orubaland. 
They consist of carved doors, crucifixes, lecterns, and baptismal fonts, among others. 
More often, the center of attraction is Jesus Christ in his trials and triumphs as the savior of 
humankind. What is most conspicuous about these biblical representations is the apparent 
struggle by the carvers to reconcile the traditional Yoruba style with a foreign subject-
matter. Although the workshop succeeded in adapting traditional art to a new context and 
did produce some interesting pieces, many of them look somewhat rigid when compared to 
works with Yoruba subject-matter by the same artists. In most cases, the figure of Christ 
lacks the other worldly presence that charactgerizes a good majority of the carvings 
associated with traditional Yoruba religion. 
It should be pointed out at this juncture that, although the colonized Yoruba did not 
hide their admiration for the high technological skills of the white-man - which were 
quickly adopted-they looked down upon other aspects of his culture as inferior. To the 
Yoruba, the lack of heavy rhythm in European music makes it undanceable; the absence of 
hot pepper in their food makes it tasteless and nauseating; the European tradition of 
allowing a young person to. stand upright. and ... shake hands with .an elder breeds 
disrespect.44 Although Western-educated African elites immediately adopted it as a status 
symbol, European dress was viewed by the traditional Yoruba as ludicrous and 
"underdeveloped." Even to this day, the tie is often compared to the rope on the neck of a 
goat. Hence the popular saying, "Okun ti ewure nsa fun, ni oyibo fi i nse eso" (The rope 
which scares the goat is part of the white-man's fashion). Unlike typical Yoruba clothing 
like the agbada (men's big robe) or dansiki (men's sleeveless robe), which are loose and 
allow air to circulate around the body, the white man's suit fits so close to the body that, to 
the Yoruba, it almost suffocates the wearer. These strange cultural habits coupled with his 
straight hair, staring eyes, pointed nose, thin lips, fragile frame, and hasty gait, make the 
Yoruba view the European as an odd fellow and a caricature of humanity. 45 Thus in the 
Egungun onidan and Gelede masks, two masquerades which specialize in satire, these 
peculiarities of the colonialist Other are mimicked and ridiculed for public entertainment. 
An example is a portrait of a European family: a man, his wife, and two children.46 What 
will immediately attract the attention of a Yoruba audience and send it roaring with laughter 
is the ghost-like face, the pointed nose, and the longish hair, usually made from goat-skin 
or horse-tail. To add to the fun, the masqueraders sometimes parrot the English language 
and may even mimic one or two European dance-steps like waltz and foxtrot. This family 
43For more information on this workshop, see K. Carroll, Yoruba Religious Carving (New York and 
Washington, 1967). 
44Tue Yoruba expect young men and women to prostrate and kneel down respectively when greeting 
their elders. 
45see also J. Adedeji, "Traditional Yoruba Theatre," African Arts 3, l (1969), 60. 
46mustrated in U. Beier, Neue Kunst in Africa (Berlin, 1980), plate 54. 
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portrait alludes not only to the monogamous life of Europeans ( once regarded by the 
Yoruba as monotonous), but also to their preference for a small family which, to the 
Yoruba, is risky, given the fact that death is unpredictable and does not differentiate 
between a large and a small family. On the other hand, having many wives and a large 
family (in the Yoruba view) not only provides variety, which is the spice of life, it is also 
an insurance against the unknown. During the colonial period, many Europeans did not 
bring their families with them to Africa. In Lagos and other big Yoruba towns, these 
"temporary bachelors" frequented night-clubs, socializing with "free" local women. This 
situation probably influenced an Eguugun onidan group at Badagry iu 1942 to entertain the 
public with the mask of an Englishman in hot pursuit of an African harlot! 47 Because 
bards and theatrical masquerades enjoyed some sort of "artistic license" in Yoruba culture 
and could satirize local dignitaries with impunity, the functionaries of the colonial 
government hardly took offense when caricaturized, so long as it was not libelous. The 
liberal attitude of the colonial government apparently encouraged the Ajofeebo (Egungun 
onidan) Theatre of Abeokuta to feature in its repertoire a caricature of Queen Elizabeth II 
and her husband, Prince Philip, to commemorate their visit to Nigeria in 1956. 48 Prince 
Philip is attired in a close-fitting military uniform and Queen Elizabeth II in a long gown 
known locally as kaba. The (Clark's) sandals on her feet were in fashion in the 1950s. 
The smiling couple poses like honeymooners apparently pleased by the rousing reception. 
While the Egungun onidan represents a heavenly spirit (ara orun ) who is visiting 
the earth in a masked form to entertain human beings, the Gelede mask is a theatrical device 
used to placate l.ya Nia (the Great Mother) and the powerful women of the community 
known as aje. Since one of the aims of the Gelede performance is to put Iya Nia and the 
aje in good humor, there is a lot of emphasis on dancing and satire. 49 Thus Gelede 
headdresses often feature caricatures of the colonialist Other, along with character-sketches 
of local elements. In one Gelede headdress a pointed-nosed European is depicted with a 
miniaturized helmet placed precariously on his occiput.50 In another example, a European 
is depicted riding a motorcycle. 51 Occasionally, the technological advancement of the 
colonialist Other is represented by one of his inventions like the airplane. As already 
mentioned, these inventions were attributed in the early days of colonialism to some kind of 
witchcraft being manipulated by the white man. In Yoruba folk belief, the aje (popularly 
47w. Bascom, "Changing African Art," in N.H.H. Graburn, Ethnic and Tourist Arts: Cultural 
Expressions from the Fourth World (Berkeley, 1976), 303-304. 
48rnustrated in U. Beier, Art in Nigeria 1960 (Cambridge, 1960), plate 13; and Adedeji, "Traditional 
Yoruba Theater," 62. 
49For more information on Gelede, see HJ. Drewal and M.T. Drewal, Gelede: Art and Female Power 
among the Yoruba (Bloomington, 1983). 
50Jbid., plate 130. 
51 The Gelede headdress with the European on the motorcycle is in the Nigerian Museum Collection, 
Lagos. For other representations of the motorcycle on Gelede masks, see Drewal and Drewal, Gelede: Art 
and Female Power, plate 131. 
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known as "witches") and some medicine men have a similar power, but unfortunately they 
use it for selfish or destructive purposes. As a Yoruba king once put it: 
The aje turn into birds and fly at night. If they use that knowledge for 
good, it might result in the manufacture of airplanes or something of the 
sort. They (the aje) can go to Lagos and back in very short minutes. They 
can see the intestines of someone without slaughtering him, they can see a 
child in the womb. If they use their power for good, they will be good 
· d 52 maternity octors .... 
Therefore, apart from its entertainment value, the representation of the technological 
achievement of the Europeans might also have been intended to inspire local "geniuses" to 
channel their creative and "witchcraft" talents in the same direction. But then, European 
technology, efficient and comfortable as it may seem, has its negative aspects. Fatal train 
and automobile accidents are popular examples, and are dreaded by the Yoruba so much 
that they sometimes feel like reverting to their old traditions of long-distance travel by foot, 
canoe, or on horse-back. Unfortunately, these traditions became obsolete during the 
colonial period following the introduction of motorized vehicles,which drastically reduced 
to a few hours a journey that formerly took several days. Thus the risks associated with 
modern technology have since been accepted with a fatalistic resignation, being rationalized 
as the price to be paid for modernization. To prevent accidents or acquire spiritual 
immunity against injuries, some Yoruba wear talismantic rings, belts, and pendants or 
resort to the use of a charm known as egbe which is expected to spirit a person away from 
the scene of an accident and deposit him/her in a safe place. Others insure their vehicles 
against mechanical faults and road accidents by offering sacrifices to Ogun, the deity of 
iron implements who is believed to have special powers over anything metallic and can 
therefore make it safe for human use. This belief continues to the present. 53 
However, in spite of their high regard for the technical and managerial skills of the 
colonialist Other, the Yoruba did not hide their resentment of colonial policies on taxation, 
military conscription, and chieftaincy matters. Although mass protests occasionally 
resulted in violent riots like those which occurred at Itakete (1905), Ketu (1911-1915), 
Ohori-Ije (1914-15), and among the Egbado (1953-54), physical confrontation with the 
colonial administration was avoided as much as possible because of the brutal force used to 
deal with such revolts.54 Rather, many Yoruba communities waited for the opportunity 
provided by traditional festivals like the Agbo/Magbo of the Ijebu, Okebadan of Ibadan, 
and Gelede of Egbado/Ketu (noted for ritualized ribaldry, social criticism, and public 
52fbid., 203. 
53see S. Barnes, Ogun: An Old God for a New Age (Philadelphia, 1980). 
54see A.I. Asiwaju, Western Yoruba/and Under European Rule, 1889-1945 (New Jersey, 1976), 134-
53. 
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release of pent-up feelings) 55 to lampoon unpopular government policies in songs and 
masked performances. Such veiled protests were often ignored by the colonial 
administration so long as they were confined to their traditional contexts and did not lead to 
a breach of the peace. But at Imeko in the 1940s, Isola, a popular Efe masquerader, was 
arrested after the Gelede festival for referring to certain unnamed but well-known local 
politicians as "white men with gombo facial marks. "56 The masquerader was released only 
after the elders of the community had argued that the offending song had a ritual sanction 
and was authorized by the aye, the mythical rulers of the earth, otherwise known as aje 
("the witches").57 
Unfortunately, the scarcity of concrete data makes it difficult to reconstruct the 
historical context of most of the representations of the colonialist Other in traditional 
Yoruba art. Nonetheless, that some Gelede headdresses might have been used overtly or 
covertly to criticize unpopular policies of the colonial administration is apparent from the 
fact that many Efe songs, composed during the colonial period, are full of protests. 58 Held 
on the first day of the annual Gelede festival, the Efe is an all-night concert of satirical 
songs and commentaries on topical events as well as special invocations for the well-being 
of the community. 
The following Efe song from Ketu protests the colonial policy of the French 
administration which required taxpayers to wear tax receipts around the neck for 
identification: 
Ileke/Gbede aye so lo ye ka ba a so 
Ka ri hun pitan bo se die 
Omu i ketu, e mee gbo 
Filani logba i tie, o lo 
A gbo'tan e lowo oni o dagba 
Idaume se tie o re koja 
A gbo 'tan e lowo oni o dagba 
Oyinbo/Farase lawa n sin 
Akokoo 
Ka maa sanwo eri 
Ogboni rnaa gbo 
Wo 'ru ileke mo ko poun kan ra lowo 
55For a study of the profane and sacred in Yoruba traditional festivals, see J.A. Adedeji, "Form and 
Function of Satire in Yoruba Drams," 61-72. 
56A.I. Asiwaju, "Efe Poetry as a Source for Western Yoruba History," in W. Abimbola, ed., Yoruba 
Oral Tradition (Ile-Ife, 1975), 203, 244-47. According to Asiwaju, the unnamed politicians did have 
gombo facial marks. 
57 Ibid., 203. 
58£bid., 209-256. 
I dadi oku 
Baba mike n tanna yanyan laya e? 
Ileke i kange 
Sowo a tin san Jeri Oyengen Oliboromu 
Asakaisa latijo 
A ko so yi woo, Ileke i Kange. 
Esookoyae 
I ke rin Ii ketu gbadun 
Bi i ko so kobo a-tan-yanyan 
It is the bead that the times offer that one must wear 
So that the experience may become history for tomorrow. 
Hark! You children of Ketu. 
The Fulani had their own time, and they had passed away 
We heard about them from the elders. 
Dahome also had their tum. 
And had similarly passed away, 
We also heard of this phase from the elders. 
We are now subject of European/French rule. 
We have not rejected this; 
We have accepted to be paying tax. 
Hark! You elderly One! 
Look at the bead I bought for a pound from Dadi-Oku 
Father/Mother! What is it that shines frightfully on your chest? 
It is kange bead. 
Isn't it all for the tax which we have been paying 
since the reign of Oyengen Oliboromu Asakaisa? 
We never put on this type of bead! 
But please hasten to fasten it around your neck, 
For you cannot move freely in Ketu 
Except and unless you put on the frightening bead. 59 
14 
Although this song caunot be dated with certainty, it was probably composed in the 
1920s when the French colonial administration, in an effort to check tax-evasion, issued 
small identity cards as receipts to be worn round the neck by tax-payers for public 
identification. The card was nicknamed "kange" and any adult found not wearing it was 
59/bid., 219-222. 
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mercilessly beaten by the police. 60 Although the people of Ketu complied, their resentment 
is reflected in this song. 
The following Efe song from Ketu protests French conscription policy during the 
Second World War: 
0 daikeni le de le logun de 
Alaro Apa, yaa lo ba unjagu 
0 diakeji le de le loguu de 
NjAlaro Apa yaa loo ba un jagu 
Em mo be Hitilako maajagu? 
Sem mo be bAdolufu ko maajagu? 
Emkolo 
Baro nku a ku si koko Oluwa e. 
N ko siran kan 
The first occasion war was declared 
Alaro Apa was asked to go and fight it for them 
The second occasion war was declared, 
I, Alaro Apa, was again asked to go and fight. 
Was it me who caused Hitler to fight? 
Was it me who asked Adolphe to war? 
I am not going! 
If I am dying, I will die in my home. 
I am not for any further combat. 61 
In the above song, evidently composed shortly after the Second World War, the 
masquerader Alaro Apa, told his audience that he refused to enlist in the French army for 
the Second World War because he did not ask Adolph Hitler to start the war in the first 
place. To him-and I have heard some Yoruba World War II veterans express a similar 
view-Africans ought not to have been involved in the two world wars because Hitler's 
imperial ambition was not any different from the military escapades that turned Africa into 
European colonies. The situation could be likened to the proverbial case of the pot and the 
kettle, with Africans being conscripted to fight on the sides of their colonial masters! In 
60Ibid, 220. 
61Asiwaju, "Efe Poetry," 228-29. 
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two other songs, the masquerader (Alaro Apa) lamented the disruptive effects of the two 
world wars on cultural life in his village. 62 
By and large, a review of the period between 1826 and 1960 shows that, while it 
brought Christianity, Western education, and a new technology to the Yoruba, colonialism 
shook their traditional foundations, precipitating social, political, psychological, and 
economic problems of unprecedented proportions. Thus, the image of the colonialist Other 
in Yoruba art has an ambivalent value. On the one hand, it commemorates a turning-point 
in the evolution of Yoruba culture and the introduction of fundamental and irreversible 
changes that put the culture on the path of rapid modernization, urbanization and 
industrialization. On the other, it conjures painful memories of an era of political 
oppression, cultural disintegration, and economic exploitation. 
It is hoped that this review of the Yoruba material will stimulate a fresh look at 
similar data from other parts of Africa. The more comprehensive the research on the 
subject, the greater our chances of obtaining a fairly accurate assessment of the various 
ways in which the colonial experience has been represented and contextualized in Africa. 
61Ibid. 
